Actat. oo.]        Voltaire and Mrs. Montagu.
101
his Life of Swift, and, at the same time, treated us, his admirers, as a set of pigmies'. He who has provoked the lash of wit, cannot complain that he smarts from it.
Mrs. Montagu, a lady distinguished for having written an Essay on Shakspeare, being mentioned; REYNOLDS, 'I think that essay does her honour.' JOHNSON. 'Yes, Sir; it docs her honour, but it would do nobody else honour. I have, indeed, not read it all. But when I take up the end of a web, and find it packthread, I do not expect, by looking further, to find embroidery. Sir, I will venture to say, there is not one sentence of true criticism in her book.' GARRICK. ' But, Sir, surely it shews how much Voltaire has mistaken Shakspeare, which nobody else has doneV JOHNSON. 'Sir, nobody else has thought it worth while. And what merit is there in that? You may as well praise a school-master for whipping a boy who has construed ill. No, Sir, there is no real criticism in it: none showing tin-beauty of thought, as formed on the workings of the human heart.'
The admirers  of  this  Essay" may be  offended  al  the
1  Sec ante, i. 450.
2  In spite of the gross nonsense that Voltaire lias written about. Shakespeare, yet it was with justice that in a letter to Horace Wai-pole, (dated July 15, 1768.) be said:   'Je suis le premier qui ait fail connaitrc Shakespeare aux Frane.ais.... Je pcux voiis assurer qu'avant moi personne en France in; commissait la poesie anglaise.'   Voltaire's Works, liv. 513.
3  'Of whom I acknowledge, myself to be one, considering it as a piece of the secondary or comparative .species of criticism ; and MOI of that profound species which alone Dr. Johnson would allow to be "real criticism."    It is, besides, clearly and elegantly expressed, and has done cilcctually what it professed to do, namely, vindicated Slmke-spcarc from the misrepresentations of Voltaire ; and considering how many young people were misled by hi.H witty, though false observations, Mrs. Montagu's Essay was of service to Shakespeare with a certain class of readers, and is, therefore, entitled to praise.   Johnson, I am assured, allowed the. merit which I have stated, Maying, (with reference to Voltaire,} " it is conclusive <ut Inmtnem" '    HoKWKl.t..    That this dull essay, which would not do credit to a clever school-girl of seventeen, should have had a fame, of which the echoes have not yet
slightingevery play, from the first scene to the last, with utter negligence of all his commentators. When his fancy is once on the wing, let it. not stoop at correction or explanation.' //>. p. 152. And lastly he quotes Drydeu's words |from Dryden's A'.w/i' of Ih'atnatick Aw/V, edit, of 1701, i, tc;| 'that Shakespeare was the man who, of all modern and perhaps ancient poets, had the largest and most comprehensive soul.' //>. p. 153, Mrs. Pio/zi records (Amr. p. 58), that she 'forced Johnson one day in a similar humour (to that in which he had praised C'ougreve| to
